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  Lies




   




  If Beresh couldn’t create a new book soon, his life was forfeit.




  He took up the quill and turned to the first page in the experimental tome, hoping for success.




  Propping the cover open by laying his crippled left wrist palm up across the top corner of the book, he took a deep, fortifying breath. With his right hand, he dipped the quill into the small ink salver and wrote the truth to forge the lie:




  My left hand is so crippled, I can’t pry the fingers open with my right.




  He stared at his rigid left hand, the fingers curled inward like the legs of a desiccated spider, waiting for something to happen, willing the transformation to occur.




  He tried to open his hand. And failed.




  While his heart beat painfully in his chest, Beresh tossed the quill to the table and raised his good hand to his chest, rubbing the region over his heart as if the massaging motion could quell the tightness. His left hand lay on the corner of the book like a formless chunk of clay.




  Firelight bathed the old scars in a rosy glow, masking the pink, puckered skin stretched taut over fire-shorn bone and sinew. The pain of the injury fled long ago, but in quiet moments like these he remembered the scorched odor of flesh burned by oil, the queer sensation of cauterized nerves producing no pain in skin that peeled from the top of his hand to look like a squid dangling from his wrist, each finger ungloved. Later, the agony gripped him in its fierce clasp and he begged his father to remove the hand. Sometimes, he wondered still if he wouldn’t be better off with nothing rather than this useless waste of an appendage.




  The fire popped, and Beresh tried flexing his fingers again. He felt nothing, not even the strain of forcing muscles to work. His hand remained as motionless as a block of wood. Still, he willed the fingers to unfurl. Grasping the unyielding fingers with his right hand, he pulled against the fused joints. They remained immoveable.




  Forcing back a roar of frustration rising like bile in his throat, he pounded his good fist upon the pages of the poorly-wrought book, then swept everything off the table and threw the useless book into the fire.




   




  * * *




   




  Two days later, mid-afternoon, Beresh took the cage of rats from the rat-boy and handed him a florin. He closed the door on the smiling lad and lifted the cage to eye-level to get a good look at the vermin inside. Three sets of beady eyes, malevolent stares fixed on Beresh, glared back.




  He carried the cage to his worktable, then gathered up a large wooden mallet, a cloth sack spacious enough to hold a single rat, the true Book of Lies—with three precious blank pages left within—and his quill and ink salver. Creating a new book had so far been unsuccessful, he must direct his energies to finding th right words to use in the old book: the Queen needed his help.




  He took a deep breath to calm himself. I have to do this, Beresh thought. He lifted the cage to bring the rats to eye level and stared at them. “I’m not a monster,” he said, his eyes sliding to the mallet on the table. “I’m a healer. You’re just part of the learning process.”
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